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RECEIPT IDENTIFIES PAINTER 
OF SHAW PORTRAITS 


It is the pleasure and privilege of your 
Society to provide positive identifica- 
tion and attribution for a forgotten 
portrait painter of New England. In the 
spring of 1952, a box of papers was given 
the Society from the estate of Mrs. Hue 
cert Griswold. Among them was a receipt 
to Nathaniel Shaw, Jr, dated April 11, 
1763 for the portrait of Lucretia Harris 
Shaw (which hangs in the upper hall) and 
for that of her son (which has not been 
located). The painter was William John- 
ston, This event was rather exciting, 
because for several years William John 
ston has been a recognized factor in the 
American art world, but no actual docu- 
mentation for any specific work had been 
found. 


William Sawitzky, who did a vast amount 
of scholarly research on early American 
painters had assigned to one hand a num 
ber of paintings, Two of these were Lu- 
cretia and Mary Shaw. The bulk of the 
others belong to the Connecticut Histor- 
ical Society. The first clue to John 
ston's identity came to them in an un- 
dated clipping about Thomas Seymour's 
account book of 1706-1767, which lists 
the payment to Johnston for eighteen 
pounds for his portrait and that of his 
wife, Unfortunately the Mrs. Seymour 
whose portrait they had, though of the 
group attributed to our artist, was not 
the tirs, Seymour of the receipt. 
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Mrs, Sawitzky, who is completing her late 
husband's work, visited your Society at 
the time the receipt was found, and shelv- 
ed her work on Ralph Earl to undertake ~ 
William Johnston, much of whose work has 
been wrongly attributed to other artists. 
She asked tne present writer to do a bi- 
ographical sketch to accompany the cata- 
logue raisonne to be published by the New- 
York Historical Society. The work on the 
critical analysis became more and more 
complicated and, in fairness to the New 
London County Historical Society, an agree- 
ment was reached that the biographical 
material and a checklist should be pub- 
lished this month by both the New London 
and New York societies, with the more com 
plete catalogue to follow later from the 
New York Society, 


William Johnston was born December 30, 1732 
in Boston, the son of Thomas and Rachel 
(Thwing) Johnston. The father was a jap- 
anner, but he also painted furniture, en- 
graved DADS , music and.clock faces, paint- 
ed portraits ae coats of arms, cut tomb- 
The family 
lived on EratiiLe Street, and was surrounded 
by others of artistic bent. Copley, John 
Greenwood, John Smibert and the Pelhams 

all lived near, and some of these were 
close contemporaries of William, It is 
from a letter ne wrote to Copley that we 
must make most of the deductions about his 
life. The letter appears in the Copley~ 
Pelham Letters, published by the Massachu- 
setts Historical Society, and is too long 
for inclusion here, but it is the author- 
ty for many of these statements. 


Johnston says that he was in Portsmouth 
twice. No advertisements have been found 
for him in the New Hampshire Gazette for 
the periods when he might have been there, 
but it is quite possible that he came more 
or less directly from there to New London, 
where he was in 1762 and 1763. He worked 
in Hartford in 1764 and wrote from New 
London to his father in 1762 (Massachu- 
setts Historical Society) that he had 
work in New Haven. It is possible that 
he also worked in Boston, 


On December 2, 1766 he was married in 
Boston to Christian (Hayboth) Bruce, a 
widow with two daughters, What happened 
to Christy and the children is not clear. 
She may have died and her parents or the 
Bruces may have taken the children from 
their new step-father to bring them up. 
Death records in Boston are lamentably 
weak, but Christy and the girls disappear 
before 1770. 


In 1767, the year after William's marri- 
age, his father died and the husband of 
Rachel, William's sister, bought the 
family business, Subsequent events lead 
us to believe that this made hard feel~ 
ings with William and that this, coupled 
with Christy's death, caused his removal 
to Barbados, whence he wrote to Copley 
on May 4, 1770, The tone of the letter 
Suggests previous correspondence from 
there, so it is likely that he had migrat-— 
ed in the late 1760s. 


Copley wrote to Johnston on January 9 to 
trace a coat of arms on which he thought 
Johnston had worked. William's just and 
reasonable reply is that he remembers 
talk of it, but that he never had it. If 
so, he would have returned it. Much of 
the Letter is concerned with the process 
of boiling oil, information which Copley 
had asked for. William gives him two 
methods, which is generous, especially 

as the better one may have been something 
of a trade secret in the exacting japan 
ning process, 


William goes on to ask Copley for a self- 
portrait sketch, and to execute a commiss— 
ion to paint in watercolor a miniature of 
his sister Sarah (Mrs, Wensley Hobby of 
Middletown). 


Copley had recently married Susannah 
Clarke, and William tenders his felicita- 
tions to them both, although he does not 
know the bride, Here one would suppose 

if Christy were alive he would mention her. 


Not only does this not occur, out ue says 
he wants another sketch for which he asks 
for a lady. 


In a postscript he tells Copley that he 
has a post as organist which pays him 
seventy-five pounds a year. He was organ- 
ist at S. George's, which parish adjoins 

S. Michael's where he lived, It is imposs- 
ible to tell how long he held this posi~ 
tion, as the vestry minutes of the period 
have disappeared from the parish, The 
burial record refers to him as "late or- 
ganist at S. George's". The salary was not 
excessive, but as we know he got nine . 
pounds for a portrait, it would have taken 
only a dozen commissions a year to bring 
his income to a comfortable living. The 
musical as well as the art interest was an 
inheritance from Thomas Johnston, Sr., who 
not only built organs, but was a leader in 
the music of: his own church as well. 


William died August 14 or 15, 1772, and is 
buried in the churchyard at S, Michael's. 
We do not know the cause of his death, but 
he was so ill that his will, made on the 
fourteenth, is signed with his mark. No 
mention is made of any of his family or of 
his step-daughters. Everything, including 
"pictures now by me either finished or un- 
finished" is left to his "dear and loving 
friend Rachael Beckles" of the parish of 
Christ Church, 


The Beckles family was prominent in Bar- 
bados life. Rachael was just about John- 
ston's age and was the daughter of Thomas 
Beckles. She died unmarried in 1796, and 
it seems probable that she and William were 
bethrothed. On her death Rachael left the 
paintings to her niece or nephew, both 
children of her half—brothers. Where the 
pictures went after her death is still to 
be determined. They are not recognized in 
Barbados as being by Johnston, and may have 
gone to England with a later generation, or 
even may have been destroyed. Possibly 
with the publication of those pictures 
known in the United States they may come 
to light. 


Notices of Johnston's death appeared in 


both the Boston and New London papers. On 
October 1, 1772 the Boston News Letter 
printed: "Wm, Johnston, portrait painter, 
formerly of Boston, son of the late Mr. 
Thomas Johnston, Japdnner, died suddenly at 
Bridge Town in Barbadoes"”. A week later, 
on the ninth, the New London Gazette said: 
"Died suddenly at Bridgtown in Barbados, 
Mr, William Johnston, Portrait Painter, who 
formerly carried on his Business in this 
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Last fail the Connecticut Historical 
Society presented an exhibition of the 
portraits attributed to William Johnston, 
Lucretia and Mary Shaw were invited, but 
because of this impending publication it 
seemed unethical to let them go. Painted 
on the back of Lucretia's frame are the 
initials WJ, which, with the receipt, 
clinched the identification of William 
Johnston as the unknown painter of the 
group of portraits. Our membership had 
been promised this information in Septem 
ber, 1952, and the publication of this 
article was deemed the best way to fulfill 
this pledge. 


Johnston's receipt will be displayed with 
the portraits, and two copies of the New 
York Bulletin will be available for short~ 
term loans from the New London Society 
for those who may wish to read the longer 
article. 

-—~- Lila Parrish Lyman 


WE WENT TO AN AUCTION 


Curiosity drew us to Hartford on the 6th 
of November when the library of the late 
Albert Carlos Bates, historian, was placed 
on public sale. We had little to spend, 
but this meeting of bibliophiles possessed 
novel fascination for us. 


This kind of sale holds excitement and a 
bit of heartbreak. Three sessions were 
required to dispose of 500 lots of docu- 
mentary material, It was quickly obvious 
that some of the affluent buyers were de- 
termined to win their way, and many choice 
lots were purchased by industrial librar- 
ies, historical societies and museums, 

and private collectors. 


We managed one bid and brought back an 
Election Sermon by the Reverend Joseph 
Fish, printed in New London in 1760. We 
have ordered a priced catalog of this sale 
so that we may know where some of the 


items important to us as reference mater~ . 


ial may be located. 


Lunch was enjoyed between sessions with 
such good companions as Williams Haynes 
of Stonington, James Brewster and Miss 
Marjorie Case of the State Library, 
Whitney Brooks, President of the Connec-— 
ticut League of Historical Societies, 
William Warren, the League's promotional 
chairman, and others. 


AMERICAN GUIDE BOOKS 
GAIN IN VALUE 


Several inguiries for information about 
places in New York State have been directed . 
to us recently, and have turned our atten- 
tion to the valuable American Guide Series 
prepared by the WPA Federal Writers! Pro- 
ject. These guide books were prepared for 
all the states, and they are real mines of 
information, Connecticut was, we believe, | 
the first state for which such a guide was 
prepared, to celebrate her tercentenary in 
1935. A later and expanded edition of the 
Connecticut guide has been published. This 
series is becoming increasingly difficult 
to obtain. Some of the volumes have been 
reprinted, 


The informative and spirited essays that 
introduce these volumes; the detailed tours 
and minute descriptions of every town and 
mile between, make these guides books to 
be treasured. Inaccuracies may be found, 
to be sure, but they serve to emphasize 
the magnitude of the task that has been 
accomplished, It is hoped that the Society 
may yet acquire the New England volumes for 
a loan shelf for those who wish to study 
their native country or to explore it. 


CAULKINS PORTRAIT ON DISPLAY 
AT THE MANSION 


We are confident that by the time this 
issue of the Bulletin reaches the member~ 
ship, the portrait of Pember Caulkins will 
be on display in the large living room of 
the Shaw Mansion. | 


The full purchase price for this splendid 
L8th century portrait by Ralph Earl has 
not been raised. We are still only a 
little beyond the quarter mark with a total 
of $567.50 to date. Mr. Charles Childs, 
the Boston art dealer, has offered to send 
us the portrait on loan until such time as 
we can raise the. balance of the total, 
Your Executive Committee has voted to ac- 
cept Mr, Childs' offer for one year. It 
is felt that 1955 should enable us to de- 
cide finally whether New London wants this 
picture, enough to raise the money during 
this time. 


A slender quarter of our membership has 
contributed to date. In order to interest 
a larger group of subscrihers, we are plan- 
ning an Open House Day on Washington's 
Birthday. (Remember the fine time we had 
two years ago?) 


At this time the Mansion will be open to 
receive its membership and all friends, 
and everyone will have an opportunity to 
view the Caulkins portrait. 


We are aware of the many calls for assist- 
ance that come to us during the year. We 
mist think of our health and our family's 
welfare. We must try to set aside funds 
for assistance to various worthy causes 
that win our sympathy. 


We believe that New London holds many 
people who recognize the cultural oppor- 
tunity presented by this painting——-one 
of the finest examples of a New England 
artist whose pictures are prized items 
in any collection. We believe that an 
active campaign to enlist their support 
during the present year will win this 
rare prize for our keeping. 


If you have not yet contributed to the 
Caulkins Portrait Fund, please send your 
check for any amount to the Society, 

11 Blinman Street, New London, Conn. 


Please mark Tuesday, 22 February, on your 
calendar. We look forward to seeing you 
at the Mansion during the afternoon. 


LEAGUE'S BULLETIN TO APPEAR 
IN NEW FORMAT 


Announcement has been made previously of 
the new appearance planned for the Conn- 
ecticut League's Quarterly Bulletin, The 
February issue will be published in ex- 
panded form. 


From The New London County Historical 
Society, Shaw Mansion 
11 Blinman Street 
New London, Connecticut 
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Return Postage Guaranteed 


The League believes that if the Bulletin is 
to fulfill its purpose a wider circulation 
is needed within the member societies. The 
Editorial Committee will continue to provide 
your President and Secretary with copies of 
the Bulletin, but it believes that the pur- 
poses and activities of the League should 
be brought to the attention of more members. 


The League, now in its 6th year, was organ- 
ized for the purpose of serving historical 
organizations throughout the state, and the 
Bulletin has been set up to provide a medium 
of exchange of ideas among the member so- 
cieties. The various departments of the 
Bulletin are designed to serve each society 
and to enable each society to serve and to 
keep its members informed of state activi-~ 
Utes in the related fields of historical 
vuideavor. 


The present subscription rate of $1.00 per 
annum is still in effect for the 1955 issues 
Twelve copies of the Bulletin have been or- 
dered from the League. You are invited to 
examine an issue at the Society, and take 

it home if you wish. We hope you will de- 
cide to become a subscriber. The League 
needs your support if this fine publication 
is to continue. 


For Your Information 


The Society's telephone number is 
Gibson 31209 

The Mansion is open daily except 
Sunday from 1 to 4. 


Mr, and Mrs. 


Custodians in residence: 
Sidney Holmes. 
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